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Abstract: Under influence of globalization regional boundaries seem to be melted with the hands of migrants 
and pave the integration process. Ideally integration occur through voluntary linking in the economic and 
political domains of two or more formerly independent states to the extent that authority over key areas of 
national policy is shifted towards the supra-national level. The Pearl River Delta (PRD) region of South China 
is unique as its status transformed from an international boundary between the UK and the People’s Republic 
of China (PRC) to an internal boundary inside China under ‘one country-two systems’ in 1997. Cross-border 
migration between Hong Kong and the PRD can be seen as the discourse of dependant development. Contrary 
to the contribution of migrants through spontaneously locating and relocating themselves across border with 
their social and entrepreneurial interplay in history, governments responded selectively to cross-border 
issues While most research emphasize economic and political aspects, analysis into the migration history 
reveals that integration in the PRD region is a unique form of ‘inter-dependent urbanism’ through the hands 
of temporary and permanent migrants who once happened to be separated by force, are merging in the same 
nation-state recently. This subtly perceived trend of urbanization has scope to achieve sustainability of the 
region. 
 




Globalization has often proved itself a boundary melting process over regions (Yang, 2006). Ideally it seeks 
integration to maintain voluntary linking in the economic and political domains of two or more formerly 
independent states to the extent that authority over key areas of national policy is shifted towards the supra-
national level (Mattli, 1999). The linkages also instigate pattern change in cross border flow of people which 
ramifies significant impact on the urbanization process of the region. But often contribution of these 
migratory people remains unnoticed by the mainstream. Nevertheless, the migration favors strong regional 
economic development through offering technological knowledge, best natural resources of both parts and 
cultural diversity, thus impeding sustainability of the region. The Pearl River Delta (PRD) region (shown in 
Figure 1) is unique as its status transformed from an international boundary between the UK and the Peoples 
Republic of China (PRC) to an internal boundary inside China under ‘one country-two systems’ in 1997 
(Cheung, 2006).Cross-border phenomena between Hong Kong and the PRD can be seen as the discourse of 
dependant development (Frank, 1978)although primarily economic. At times sustainability was obstructed 
through differentiation of interests, information gap for environmental management and duplicating efforts 
(Ling, Hanna, & Dale, 2009). Contrary to the contribution of migrants through spontaneously locating and 
relocating themselves across border with their social and entrepreneurial interplay in history, governments 
responded selectively to cross-border issues (Shen, 2004). While most research emphasize economic and 
political aspects, this paper reveals that integration in the PRD region is a unique form of ‘inter-dependent 
urbanism’ through the hands of temporary and permanent migrants who once happened to be separated by 
force, have been merging in the same nation-state in recent decade. This research work tries to reinstate that 
the subtly perceived migration of citizens from both sides has substantial contribution towards all 
developments and they are the mainstay behind the unique form of interdependent urbanization and has 





Figure 1: Boundary of Hong Kong, PRD and Guangdong; Source: R. C. K Chan, 1998 
 
This paper conducts literature review on the migration history of the Pearl River Delta region of South China 
and tries to understand the nature of integration and its effect on the urbanization processes. Furthermore, 
with some theoretical insights it suggests that cross border migration has positive effect towards 
interdependent urbanism of places across border and key to regional sustainability. The migratory 
phenomena of Hong Kong- PRD context requires special attention because of their two different political 
systems existing in the post-reunification China – a first social experiment of its kind in the world(Chan & 
Cheng, 2002). The outcome of the study will significantly contribute to future cross border policy making, 
urban governance and land use planning of the region where the city-state of Hong Kong will merge into 
mainland China after the 50 years ‘One Country-two Systems’ agreement ends. 
 
2. Theoretical understandings: Migration, interdependence & sustainable urbanism 
 
Historically, urbanization assumed two changes (Anderson, 1964); firstly, transformation of agrarian 
workforce to industrial one with substantial change in dwelling pattern from rural to urban and secondly, 
concentration of population (Tisdale, 1942). For a particular region it had been quite difficult to possess an 
infinite range of options for that concentration to pull migrants incessantly over decades. Migration depends 
on ‘unbalanced distribution’ (Skeldon, 1997b) of elements (i.e., human needs) between origin and destination. 
The range of distribution often determines whether it is a permanent movement or will again occur with the 
change of needs. Investigation into literature prompt insights into global processes of socio-economic 
transformation that migrants create, maintain and make use of modes of exchange and relationship between 
nation-state borders. Of those numerous activities relating to cross-border contacts, coalitions and 
interactions, not every aspect can be controlled by the organs of government (Nye & Keohane, 1971). The 
activities include movements of information, money, objects and people across borders and they coerce the 
urbanization process. Through these activities, transnational connections can radically transform modes of 
collective action and interdependence among each other (Rosenau, 1980).  
 
Cross border migration boosts the management frameworks, infrastructure development, human resources, 
international and local level border concessions and treaty waivers, impeding significant role in the 
101 
 
sustainable management of trans-frontier urban resources (Timothy, 1999).Consequently, the migrants’ lives 
are also affected through sustained connections with  people  and institutions in places of origin or elsewhere 
in Diaspora (family obligations, marriage patterns, remittances, political engagement, religious  practice, 
regular visits, media consumption and so on)(Vertovec, 2003).The more integrated and complementary the 
two sides in relation to the border, the higher level of dependency is to be transpired through mutually 
retaining their desired rhythm of population concentration. Here lies the logic of this study. Through 
investigation into the literature, the paper first explores the complementary nature of the cross border 
setting and the push-pull factor of migration in the PRD and establishes the dependency matrix mainstay for 
sustainable urbanism. As destination has to receive migrants from origins, origins also receive goods and 
service they produce in destination, under such reciprocal relationship, competing urban areas grow and 
increasingly get interlinked and develop into an instrumentality whose physical area may be defined but the 
force it exerts to a region cannot be limited to the country or the physical area itself. Owing to the 
‘interdependent’ nature of migration, both the more and less developed places come to be increasingly tied 
together and get urbanized (Anderson, 1964). 
 
3. History of Migration and ‘Inter-Dependence’: Before 1979: Integration Unrealized 
 
Figure 2 shows that pre-1979 border was loosely permeable until 1949 and after formation of the PRC it 
became officially impermeable, yet remained semi-permeable for getaway people (Chan, 2006). Guangdong 
province remained underdeveloped for long due to tight central control and the ‘refusal to deal’ policy (Lee & 
McCobb, 1971) imposed by the US trade embargo. In contrast, Hong Kong underwent massive industrial 
development through influx of entrepreneurial skills, labor and capital of refugees from the PRC(Szczepanik, 
1960). Refugees included a substantial minority of extraordinarily well educated and industrially experienced 
capitalists from Shanghai (Young, 1992). Owing to the less-absorbent PRD border coupled with Hong Kong 
products high demand in world market and lack of competitors; Hong Kong quickly established itself as an 
export-led industrial economy (Koo, 1968) where young migrants from China, legal or otherwise, had been 
continuous source of labor-supply. In fact, during the great Proletarian Cultural Revolution (1966-1974), 
thousands of migrants relocated to Hong Kong unchecked, causing 3.5% increase of territory’s population 
(Chan, 1998). 
 
1979- 1997: Integration Realized: In early 1980’s Hong Kong’s industries were facing difficulties to increase 
in number and size due to limited land and escalating labor cost and government’s restriction on employing 
illegal immigrants (Destexhe, 1995)which intensified their global competitiveness (Hsieh & Woo, 2005). 
China’s open door policy provided timely opportunity to shift their manufacturing base to areas of Guangdong 
till early 1990s (Young, 1992). This in turn led Hong Kong to invest heavily in infrastructure (e.g. the 
Guangzhou-Shenzhen highway) to reduce spatial barriers which ultimately consolidated the future urban 
landscape of the region. As labor and land were unexpectedly cheap (Schiffer, 1983), south China emerged as 
the fastest growing region of the nation. Hong Kong residents also joined to industries over a prolonged 
fifteen years period and bonded socially through second marriages in the PRC (So, 2003). Afterwards, their 
spouses and children had to be siphoned and they caused profound socio-economic impacts in urban Hong 
Kong (Sung & Wong, 2000).Unlike western cities outflow of industrial capital to the PRD compelled Hong 
Kong policy makers to economic restructuring than decline (Lui & Chiu, 2001). Tertiary innovative sectors 
replaced old industrial structure to provide sound business environment for foreign investors since mid-
1980s (Chen, Chang, & Zhang, 1995). China itself was one of the biggest clients of Hong Kong’s world class 
banking service. Thus Hong Kong strengthened its role as ‘front shop’ for the ‘back factory’ of the PRD’s low-
end economic activity (Sit, 1989, 1998; Yang, 2004). Eventually Hong Kong’s ‘general labor importation 
scheme’ was substituted by ‘special labor importation scheme’ in 1990 (Law & Lee, 2006; Prasai, 1993; 
Skeldon, 1997a). Complementary competitiveness was realized by both as key factor for future success. In 
1992, restriction on foreign investment was relaxed as the PRD embraced global market principles(Lin, 
1999)introducing Special Economic Zones (SEZ) to enable producer service (Pannell, 2002). Therefore, the 
last decade before the ‘handover’ saw massive economic restructuring in the PRD (Sit, 2001) which eventually 






Figure 2: Migration between Hong Kong & PRD; Source: Author 
 
1997 Beyond: Integration Challenged: The ‘positive perception’ (Wong & Wan, 2009) of the ‘one country, 
two systems’ was instantly challenged by economic stresses (M. C. Wong & Lam, 2008) which exposed the 
vulnerability of Hong Kong’s tertiary industry(Chan, 1998; Yeh & Xu, 2006). Central government of the PRC 
started restructuring the PRD (Garnaut, Song, & Yao, 2006) from its edge city status of China to the center of 
south China leaving back its labor intensive industries to less developed areas. In such turmoil there was 
hardly any labor intensive job left for mainlanders in Hong Kong and policy makers became keen on 
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consolidating the already established producer service base and became selective in choosing immigrants 
from mainland under different talent quota. Large number of Hong Kong professionals also started working in 
China in due course (Sung, 2004). In fact, more people from Hong Kong started travelling to Shenzhen not 
only for job but also to meet cheap recreational needs on regular day to day basis(Wang, 2004). Increasingly 
Hong Kong people tend to reside, take up jobs and acquire permanent dwellings in the mainland (Planning 
Department, 2009). By 2020, large proportion of Hong Kong population is willing to retire in the vicinity 
which speculates development of adequate services and civil infrastructure and will further transform the 
future urban landscape of south China(Kwok, 1986).Similarly, after the abrogation of the ‘tourist group quota’ 
by ‘individual visit scheme’ in 2003, number of mainlanders touring Hong Kong escalated (Choi, Liu, Pang, & 
Chow, 2008). The visit scheme substantiated with a speedy and convenient transportation framework also 
inspired large number mainland Chinese population to come Hong Kong for better education, health care and 
high end consumer product. Therefore, Hong Kong side of the South China has started investing heavily in 
different sectors (especially cultural, the West Kowloon Cultural District initiative is a large attempt in this 
concern) to retain inflow from the region.  
 





4. Dependency Matrix & Sustainable Urbanism in the PRD 
 
Dependency matrix in the context of the PRD is shown in figure 3. Visible migration instigated in the 
mainland due to political instability in the 1950s and 1960s. Eventually, large proportion of immigrants 
entered into Hong Kong aiming at the opportunity of employment and it governed both way migration during 
1970s and 1980s. Family reunion, tourism, education, affordable housing and consumer goods got priority 
afterwards. Migration of first three decades before nineties was relatively permanent. With the advancement 
of high-speed transportation and relaxation of border administration; permanent migration decreased 
substantially. Over the last half century the PRD has been a region with mobile population. There has been 
either an attraction in Hong Kong or a driving force in the other side to retain mobility. This dynamic 
inequality of both ends performed the insertion of various phases of urbanization in Hong Kong and south 
China where migration had been the mainstay within the limit of the places’ carrying capacity and urban 
sustainability largely depends upon how those competing places interact in this regard. Hong Kong and the 
south China region are not isolated centers. Rather they are part of the large ‘urban corridor’ (Choe, 1998)of 
borderless economies (Thant, Tang, & Kakazu, 1994).Controlled migration in the region can be the key to 
sustainability. As more population movement of less permanent nature is increasingly evident, the borderless 
city governance will act as catalyst where limited land resourced Hong Kong-end will infinitely enjoy 
opportunities of the whole delta region.Hong Kong is not a discrete entity(So, 2003).Features of 
interdependence in figure 3 proves that any initiative related to social, economics and political development 
for Hong Kong side needs to be compatible with the development strategy of the whole PRD or contrariwise. 
Being an economic growth-oriented outward-looking region, it is a natural magnet for people. The sequential 
alteration between ‘unity and disunity’ (Kwok, 1991) where Shenzhen was being Hong Kongized, Guangdong 
was Shenzhenized, and the whole country was Guangdongized (Chan, 1995; Guldin, 1995), perfectly depict 
the pace and direction of urbanization from the edge to inland. The PRD’s Hong Kong-propelled economic 
take-off had displaced Shanghai’s long been unquestioned supremacy (Chan, 1995) as the harbringer of 
China’s future (Kwok, 1986).Hence the process has neither denied the contribution of other part, nor did it 
describe the supremacy of only one rather evolves as a strong self sustaining identity of a region.  
 
5. Conclusion & Future Direction 
 
As migration was natural in past, in recent years some percentages of Hong Kong population are trying to get 
back to their roots, some are attempting to have a setback from the high consumption cost of Hong Kong in 
Shenzhen, but still desire to depend on Hong Kong for children’s education, health care, etc(Ambrose & Chow, 
2006). These return migrants (Ma, 2001) will cause significant spatial changes in the PRD’s urbanization 
process in following decades. On the other hand, people from mainland choose Hong Kong as their 
trustworthy source of world class service, consumer goods and tourism venue (Chan, 2006). In a way it 
confirms the ‘dependant urbanization’ phenomenon as well as contributes to social and cultural sustainability. 
Therefore, citizens of both ends may want to satisfy their best desired options from Hong Kong and the PRD in 
all possible aspects. High speed cross border rail network will be a catalyst to such choices within the concept 
of the functional city system (Marcotullio, 2001).This paper well demonstrates the importance of less formal 
cooperation of the migrant population for laying the groundwork for sustainable management of cross-border 
urban development. Although migration is natural but they need some pull factors to initiate. Urban policy 
makers in the greater PRD region should be more proactive not to control the amount of migration; rather 
should focus on the bilateral treaties, official treaty waivers, offer the array of socio-economic opportunities to 
catalyze the cross border flow. The issue of cross border migration should not be seen from the perspective of 
political control over people, rather it should be nurtured as a spontaneous process of inter-state inter-
dependence among citizens, especially under the unique ‘one country-two systems’ mechanism between the 
PRC and Hong Kong.  
 
Further research is needed on this issue with more empirical evidences. As the current study primarily 
examines the secondary literature, more recent cross border activities and their urbanization impact might 
not been depicted at their desired detail. However, the research substantially clarifies that migration in the 
PRD although primarily economy-led, but was not divorced from social and environmental. Under post-
western modernity, the region is expected to undergo extreme spatial changes. Cities in the whole Guangdong 
province will be competing and increasingly the whole region will appear more polycentric and urbanized. 
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Importance of Hong Kong as the gateway to the PRC is being intense than ever. Unlike from the past, 
increasing number of global actors is adding pristine dynamics to the cross-border governance. Therefore, 
nature of migration and elements of dependency become very complex and near to unpredictable matrix. The 
paradox of future of the greater PRD will depend on how both government and citizens of both sides 
complement their respective urban settings by giving themselves space to depend and develop sustainably, 
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